




























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































The Pipa in Tang Dynasty China and Its Origins 
                                                Teruhiko Takahashi
The Tang ( 唐 ) Dynasty of China is recognized as the golden age 
of music culture in the East. The pipa ( 琵琶 ), or Chinese lute, was one 
of the most popular stringed musical instruments in Tang China. In this 
paper, the author has attempted to clarify the different types of pipa 
and their evolution from the Han ( 漢 ) Dynasty to the Tang. Through a 
careful cross-check against the archaeological data, I have explicated the 
necessity of reconsidering the descriptions found in ancient texts and 
their various interpretations. The main results are as follows.
By historical records, the prototype of the pipa was said to have 
been invented during the Qin ( 秦 ) Dynasty in the 3rd century B.C, 
but there is no archaeological evidence to corroborate this. The pipa 
appeared in China around the 3rd century A.D. The pipa at that time 
had a round body and a gently curved neck and is presumed to be the 
prototype of the Qinhanzi ( 秦漢子 ) brought from Central Asia. Another 
type of pipa, which had a round body with a thin, long neck and was the 
prototype of the Ruan Xian ( 阮咸 ), came into existence by the beginning 
of the 4th century.
The next type of pipa, which had a pear-shaped body, a crooked 
neck, and was called the Quxiang ( 曲 項 ), was introduced from Persia 
and Central Asia to Liangzhou ( 涼 州 ), present day Gansu ( 甘 粛 ), at 
the end of the 4th century. Moreover, around the 5th century, another 
type of pear-shaped pipa, which was dubbed “Five Strings” ( 五 絃 ), is 
presumed to have been introduced from India and Central Asia through 
Dadong ( 大同 ), the capital city of the Northern Wei ( 北魏 ). 
I conclude that the pipa of the Tang Dynasty was composed 
of these various instruments introduced into China at different points 
throughout history. 
